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ABSTRACT 

This study documented Engli«;n acquisition by a group 
of Hmonc adult immigrants over a period of one year, and explored the 
factors that appeared to be affecting their progress. Based on three 
measures (a test of listening comprehension, communication, fluency, 
reading, and writing; a pictured English vocabulary recognition test; 
and a written English vocabulary test) , it was found t^=it learning 
was taking place, slowly, 2 to 4 years after arrival in the United 
States. Individuals' relative positions within the group with regard 
to English proficiency remained much the same over time. Both the 
individuals' experiences before arrival and their current activities 
were found to be highly correlated with English proficiency. Analyses 
indicate that certain background c'.aracteristics, especially 
proficiency in receding Hmong, age, and amount of education received 
before immigration, are strong predictors of English proficiency. As 
additional data are analyzed, particular attention will be paid to 
the apparently strong role played by literacy in Hmong, and tc the 
•jervasive interaction between literacy and language acquisitions. 
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Factors in Individual Acquisition of English: 
A Longitudinal Study of Hmong Adults* 

by 

Karen Reed Green 
Stephen Reder 

Within the past 10 to 15 years, adult second language acquisition has become 
the subject of a number of studies. Second language acquisition research ir* 
general has followed in the footsteps of studies of first language acquisition, 
primarily focusing on children learning a language and attempting to answer the 
question, "Is second language learning like the first?" {e.g., Ervin-Tripp 1974). 
Adults* experience with language learning has been compared with that of children. 
Studies have pointed out the similarities in the processes of first and second 
language learning (Chamot 1981; Krahnke & Christison 1983); they have also shown 
that children and adults tend to follow similar patterns in the order in which they 
acquire certain grammatical aspects of the second language (Dulay & Burt 1974; 
Bailey, Madden & Krashen 1974). Although comparisons of rate of acquisition and 
proficiency attained by children and adults appear to vary in their findings, in 
general such studies concur that adults and older children acquire the second 
language faster in the early scages^ but that children will usually attain greater 
proficiency than adults in the long run (Krashen, Long & Scarcella 1979) . 

Considerable discussion has evolved regarding factors which may explain these 
differences in rate of acquisition and proficiency between children and adults, as 
well as individual differences observed among adults. Suggestions include 
characteristics such as language aptitude, verbal intelligence, sense of 
self-esteem, willingness to take riskSf attitude toward the language or culture in 
which it is used (social and psychological distance) , and mc-ivation to acquire the 
language. Other factors beyond the individual also considered to be influential 
include social aspects of the interaction between the two language groups (relative 
size of the groups, atcitudes toward each other, etc.). Researchers generally 



agree on the importance of social and affective factors in second languaqe 
acquisition (Gardner & Lambert 1972; Krahnke & Christison 1983; Lambert 1981; 
Schumann 1975, 1976; StaubJe 1980). However, they have found such factors 
difficult to measure. 

Despite the growing interest in adult second language acquisition, most of the 
research to date has been of only minimal utility to individuals who teach English 
to recent immigrants and refugees in this country. In part, this is due to the 
still limited number of studies which focus on adults. However, the major barrier 
to applying the research is the disparity between the characteristics of the adult 
subjects of most studies and the oackgrounds of the many adults who have arrived in 
this country in the last 5 years. In general, researchers have examined the 
acquisition of a host country language by foreign students or educated foreigners 
(such as Americans living abroad). Such individuals have been highly educated in 
their own countries and enter at a high level into the educational system in the 
country in which they are studying. The differences are very clear between the 
educational attainment and other background characteristics of university-level 
foreign students and adult refugee ESL students from Third-World rural agricultural 
backgrounds. 

The present paper contributes to the growing body of research on factors which 
influence adult second language acgjisition by clarifying the important role of 
background characteristics in the acquisition of English. The backgrounds of the 
adults in this study contrast sharply with those of participants in other studies: 
The subjects here are Hmong refugees~slash-and-burn farmers from the mountains of 
Laos, individuals with little or no formal schooling and often no prev.ous literacy 
skills. Through a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies, the 
study examines these individuals' acquisition of English in light of the differing 
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background experiences each individual brings to the acquisition process and also 
considers the influence of each person's current activities. 

Our research with the Hmong has been conducted in several phases: 

1) ethnographic fieldwork and informal English classes with a cohort of 
10 adults; 

2) a conununity survey of 332 households; and 

3) a longitudinal study of the acquisition of English by the adults in 
20 randomly selected families over a year's time. 

We began our work with the Hmong by conducting informal English classes with 
five men and five women recently arrived in this country and settled in a large 
UL'ban center on the West Coast. The classes were a rich source of information 
about English language and literacy acquisition and evolving perceptions about 
literacy^ as well as a vehicle through which to network out into the students' 
extended families. During a year and a half, we participated in the adjustment of 
these people to life in their new environment and observed their growing use of 
English language and literacy skills in their daily lives. This first phase of the 
research revealed wide variation among Hmong adults' acquisition of spoken and 
written English. To investigate these differences further, information was needed 
about the distribution of background variables and formative experiences among 
community members. 

A community- wide household survey (reported by Reder 1982) was conducted to 
obtain a quantitative picture of the variation in factors that he previous 
ethnographic work had suggested might be critical in language and literacy 
development. Interviews were conducted with 332 household heads — approximately 
90 percent of the community. Topics included the educational and linguistic 
backgrounds of family members over the age of 12, family migration history, 
employment and English language training, economic and religious status, and any 



additional concerns voiced by the interviewees. Also includea was a self-report 
measure of English proficiency by Hmong adult household members, '.fte results of 
that survey indicated that the process of acquisition is heavily influenced by the 
background characteristics (e.g., age, previous education, literacy) /hich 
individuals bring with them to learning a second language. In other words, people 
are lUf ferentially ready to acquire English when they enter this country. 

To investigate the apparent causal links suggested by the household survey and 
to measure language proficiency objectively as it develops over time, a 
longitudinal study was designed. This study complements both prior phases of the 
research. On the one hand, by following a smaller number of individuals over tir*e/ 
the longitudinal work could achieve greater depth than the household survey; on the 
other hand, by focusing on objective assessment and documentation of individuals' 
language and literacy skills and knowledge at specific points of time, it provides 
quantitative data which complement that obtained in the ethnographic phase of the 
work. 

This paper will describe the methodology used to trace this group of Hmong 
adu.lts* acquisition of English languagr and literacy over a year's time and then 
focus on some of the study's preliminary results. Once we have discussed the 
acquisition docuirented during this time period, we shall examine the factors which 
seem to account for individual differences in acquisition of English. 



METHODS 



Sampling Procedure 

From the comprehensive community survey population, a random sample of 20 
families was selected. Since findings from the initial phase of the research had 



suggested that most Hmong adults acquire only minimal English language and literacy 
proficiency during their first year in this country, the sample of families was 
stratified by length of time they had been in the United States. The households in 
the community survey were thus divided into four groups, based on the length of 
time the head of the household had been in the United States: 0-5 months, 
6-11 months, 12-17 months and 18-23 months. These strata were then filled with 
families selected randomly — five from each of the four time groups. This 
purposeful stratification allowed observation of various periods of language and 
literacy acquisition: The observations during the longitudinal study represented 
1 year in four different segments of a 3-year period of acquisition and 
adjustment. That is, at the start of the study the families had been in this 
country from 1 to 3 years, having arrived between early 1979 and early 1981. 

Characteristics of the. Study Population 

The sample of 20 families included 59 adults age 18 and over who agreed to 
participate in the year of observation and assessment. Eight additional adults 
live in these households, but were not included in the study due to extreme age, 
physical or mental disabilities, or reluctance. The 59 participants were nearly 
equally divided among women and men. Their ages ranyed from 18 to 72; nearly half 
of the sample were between the ages of 25 and 35. As indicated in Table 1, this 
group as a whole had rather limited experience with literacy and education: 80 
percent had not attended school in Laos; 81.5 percent could not read Lao, a skill 
which was acquired through formal schooling in Laos. Literacy in Hmong, on the 
other hand, was acquired informally; 29.6 percent of this population reported 
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TABLE I 

Background Ct^trdcUrittict of th« Longitudinil Study Populition 
Full StJipIt and htfv Attrition 



Background Ch«r«ct^ri«tic» 



Range 
Nt>n 



Full SjUBplc 



18 - 72 
35.2 



Individual! Participating 
in Both First and Z,«at 
Aaaaaaaanta 



18 - 71 
35.9 



fax 
Kooen 
Ntn 

Proficiency in gp<akinq Lao 
Nona 
Soae 

Proficiency in Raiding Bx>nq 
None 
SoGie 

Proficiency in Reading Lao 
none 
Scoe 

KJucation in Laoa 
Mone 
8aae 

Education in D,fi ,» 
Under 1 year 
Over 1 Year 



Length of Reaidence in D,s. 

0-5 aontha 

€*11 ttonthe 
12-17 aonths 
18-23 Bcntha 



28 
31 



36 
26 



38 
16 



44 

10 



44 

11 



27 
22 



13 
24 
12 
4 



Percent 



47.5 
52*5 



48.1 
51.9 



70*4 
29*6 



81*5 
18*5 



80*0 

20.0 



55*1 
44*9 



24*5 
45*3 
22*6 
7*5 



16 
19 



17 
18 



26 
9 



29 
6 



30 
6 



16 
16 



9 
16 
9 
1 



Percent 



46*6 
51*4 



48*6 
51*4 



74*3 
25*7 



82*9 
17*1 



83*3 
16*7 



47*1 
52*9 



25*7 
45*7 
25*7 
2.9 



Motet Unlesa otherviae indicated, theae data vera gathered during the 
hcoaebold iiurvey conducted in April and Nay 1981* 

♦by the tiae ot Aaaeataent 2 (July «nd Auguat 1982) 
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having at least some proficiency in reading Hmong. The ability t) speak Lao 
could also be acquired informally/ through social contacts and trade. Thus, more 
individuals could speak Lao than could read it — slightl> over half the population. 

Maintenance of the Cohort 

During the course of this research, the Hraong community under study — like 
many other Hmong communities around the country — began to experience the flux of 
secondary migration. By the spring of 1982, approximately three-quarters of the 
population had moved to California. By the time of the study's second assessment 
.visit (July and August 1982), 85 percent of the study participants had moved to one 
of four different cities in the Central Valley. Fortunately, they were all willing 
to continue to participate and we were able to follow them to their new homes. 
However, by the end of the year, 28.8 percent of the individuals who had originally 
agreed to participate in the longitudinal study had dropped out for varying 
reasons, including lack of time or interest or health problems. In addition to 
that attrition, some individuals who remained with the study until its completion 
had been unable to participate in the first assessment. Thus, the number of people 
who wete part of both the first and last ass^^ssments was r 'educed to 63 percent of 
the original group. 

As seen in Table 1, this attrition fortunately had very little effect on the 
composition of the cohort in terms of background characteristics / length of 
residence in the U.S. or amount of schooling taken here. 

Background Interviev>? s 

Prior to initiating bimonthly objective assessments of individuals' English 
capabilities, a series of indepth interviews was conducted with each of the 20 
families. These interviews focused on the families backgrounds and experiences in 
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Laos and Thailand and document the nature and extent of individuals' exposure to 

formal education, literacy and other languages prior to their arrival in the United 

States, as well as their knowledge and uses of literacv in the various 

environments. Information was gathered regarding who acquired literacy, who use-? 

it for various purposes and how they were perceived by others, how the uses and 

perceptions of literacy changed with the move from villages in Laos to camps in 
2 

Thailand, etc. 



Bimonthly Assessment Visits 

Once the background interviews were completed, we began to visit the families 
every 2 months, starting in late Hay and early June 1982 and thereafter continuing 
over a year's time. Several hours each visit were spent with each adult family 
mamber (men and women over the age of 18). 

During an assessment visit, time was spent with each individual discussing 
activities and experiences which had taken place during the 2 months since the 
preceding visit. A series of assessment tasks was then conducted. Numerous tasks 
using varied materials were devised to assess individuals' oral English 
proficiency, their abilities to read and write in English, and their knowledge of 
the uses of English literacy in this country. In addition, proficiency in readins 
and writing Hmong and Lao were documented. Some tasks were conducted every visit 
to establish developmental trends, others only periodically, and some only durinc 
the first and last visits to capture overall changes. 

A standardized ESL test (the Basic English Skills Test, or B.E.S.T., develope-f 
by the Center for Applied Linguistics for use with adult Southeast Asian refugees' 
was administered during the first assessment visit and ^gain during the final 
(seventh) session. All other tasks were specially developed for these assessments; 
they include the oral identification of pictured English vocabulary items, 
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recognition of written English vocabulary items, repetition of sentences of varying 
length and grammatical complexity, reading and writing of materials sampled from 
selected genres of written English, Hmong and Lao (e.g., a social letter, an agency 
form letter, a job application, a change of address form, a sample of driver's test 
questions, etc.), and demonstration of knowledge of the uses of written materials 
common in daily life in the United States. 

In designing these assessment tajks, we drew on previous experience helping 
Hmong fri'mds learn English. Care was taken to employ not only a broad range of 
written materials, but also diverse contexts and methods, since in this phase of 
the research it was not feasibi.e to follow this group of adults (59 individuals 
dispersed into five different cities) out of their homes and into their 
interactions using new language and literacy skills in the surrounding host 
community. Thus, individual lexical items were presented in varied contexts — e.g., 
as isolated vocabulary items as well as in the genre of a form 1* cter, bill or 
street sign. 

A "literacy portfolio*' of frequently encountered written artifacts was 
compiled/ consisting of actual newspaper ads, receipts, prescriptions, registration 
forms, bills, etc., and photographs of street signs, license plates, store windows 
and so forth. Items in this portfolio were discussed with study participants in 
English or in Hmong as the individual preferred, since th^ purpose of this task ras 
not merely to determine the extent of each individual's ability to read these 
items, but rather his or her understanding of what they represent and what 
functions they serve. In addition to recognition s:>f the item and specification of 
the way it is used, questions were asked about each participant's personal 
experience using it, frequency of use, need for assistance in using it, etc. In 
this way, information was gathered on individuals' exposure to a wide range of 
literacy items and situations in which they are used as well as the social networks 
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that have developed within the community to cope with the new demands posed by the 
wider literate society. The portfolio was presented at the beginning and end of 
the year of observation to doc-nent acquisition of knowledge and changes in 
experience with the items. 

Other purposive data collection also took place throughout the year. 
Information about individual participants • educational and employment status was 
updated every 2 months. Twice during the year the types of activities outside the 
home in which individuals participated were discussed, and the nature and frequency 
of the activity and the role, if any, which literacy (in English, Hmong or Lao) 
played in it were carefully noted. Preliminary analyses midway through the study 
indicated the importance of native language literacy o a predictor of both or-:l 
and written English proficiency. This finding, which substantiated earlier 
findings from the ethnographic and survey phases of the research, prompted the 
collection of additional information about the phenomenon of Hmong literacy. 
Discussions focused on the uses of Hmong literacy, methods and materials used for 
acquiring it, and the reasons some Hmong are continuing to learn to read and write 
Hmong in this country. 



MEASURING ACQUISITION 

Two of the objectives of this longitudinal study were f i'-st, to observe and 
document the ongoing process of language and literacy acquisition in the HTiong 
community, and second, to identify factors which influence that acquisition. The 
results reported here are bas2d on preliminary analyses of the first and last 
assessments of three of the measures mentioned above: (1) the Basic English Skills 
Test (B.E.S.T.), (2) the recognition of pictured English vocabulary items, and 

12 
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(3) the recognition of written English vocabulary items* Comparisons of each of 
these measures, between the first and last visits, indicate that acquisition took 
place over the year's time. (See Figures 1-3.) The mean scores on these measures 
improved from 13.2 to 22.7 percent. 

The D>E.S.T. 

The B.E.S.T. Core Section is described as assessing five areas of skill: 
listening comprehension, communication, pronunciation, fluency and reading and 
writing. All but pronunciation were scored in this study. The version 
administered in this study has a maximum possible score of 90. The highest score 
among these adultc at the beginning of the year was 88, the lowest 1? by the end of 
the year the range was 0-83. Thus, both at the start and the finish of the year, 
the range of abilities in this population was quite wide. The group mean for the 
total score on the B.E.S.T. was 35.57 at the start of the year; by the end it had 
gone up 15 percent to 40.92. (See Figure 1.) Fifty-four of ♦'he 59 adults in the 
longitudinal study took the B.E.S.T. at the beginning of the ^e^r, whereas 38 took 
it at the end. Thirty-seven people took both tests; comparative analyses presented 
here include only these individuals. 

Pictured English Vocabulary Recognition 

This task used pictures to measure the acquisition of oral English vocabulary 

by Hmong adults. During each of six bimonthly visits, participating adults were 

aSked to identify orally pictures of a randomly assigned sat of vocabulary items in 

English. The population of pictures used in this task was taken from the Peabody 
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FIGURE 1 

BASIC ENGLISH SKILLS TEST (B.E.S.T.) 
n 37 
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Articulation Cards (PAC) , originally designed for use with children and adults 
whose speech production requires further development or remediation."' These 
cards were selected for use here because of the clarity and realism of the 
pictures. Since the medium is pictures, the words are mainly nouns; some verbs and 
a few adjectives (colors) are included. The 350 pictured words in the PAC were 
screened to eliminate items which were ambiguous to Hmong adults. From a total of 
210 acceptable words, six sets of 30 pictures were randomly generated. Fifteen 
additional words were selected f.or inclusion in all six assessments: ten randomly 
selected items and fivt items purposely chosen for their relative simplicity and 
frequency of use. The five "easy" items were included to ensure that everyone 
would know some words, thus preventing individuals at low levels from becoming 
overly discouraged. 

Vocabulary growth was measured by assessing knowler'ge of the six sets of words, 

one set per visit. Variation in the order of these sets across individuals made it 

possible to avoid confounding the potential effects of order of testing with growth 

4 

of vocabulary over time. The 15 "core" items were added to each set to be 
used as an indicator of change or acquisiti'n from one assessment to the next, 
before the full six sets of words had been administered. Of course, repeated 
assessment of these 15 core words every 2 months might confound the effects of 
repetition with those of spontaneous acquisition. However, once the six 
assessments were complete, the rate of growth of core and noncore items could be 
conpared to determine approximately how much influence repetition over assessments 
might have had. 

The scores on the noncore pictured vocab alary items ranged from 0 to 25 (out of 
a total of 50} on the fir^t assessment and 0 to 26 on the last; core scores ranged 
from 0 to 13 and 0 to 15, respectively. As illustrated in Figure 2, the mean 
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FIGURE 2 
PICTURED VOCABULAJIY RECOGNITION 
n = 34 
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number of noncore words recognized increased from 11.82 on the first assessment to 
13.38 on the sixth, up 13,2 percent. The mean number of core words recognized 
increased from 8.27 to 10.18, a rise of 23.1 percent. The larger increase among 
core items suggests that in addition tc the overall vocabulary growth taking place, 
repetition of core items over sessions also had an effect on learning. 

The interval between the first and last assessments of this and the task 
described below was approximately 10 months. Thirty- four individuals participated 
in both first and last assessments of these cask.i. 

Written English Vocabulary Recognition 

In this task, recognition of isolated written lexical items was used as one 

measure of literacy. Using a procedure similar to that used to generate materials 

for the pictured vocabulary task, six partially overlapping sets of items were 

developed and presented to individuals in varying orders over the six visits. 

5 

Twenty-five items were unique to each set and ten were common to all six. 
During each of six assessment visits, participants were asked to read and 
paraphrase each item in the given set of 35 English words, phrases and common 
abbreviations, written in boldface type on 3x5 index cards. 

Scores on the noncore written vocabulary items ranged from 0 to 20 on the first 
assessment and 0 to 21 on the last; core scores ranged from 0 to 8 and 0 to 9, 
respectively. The group mean for noncore items rose 22.7 percent, from 3.88 words 
out of 25 to 4.77. (See Figure 3.) The mean core item score rose 29.3 percent, 
from 3.31 words out of ten, to 4.15. Clearly, this task was more difficult for the 
majority of participants than was the pictured vocabulary recognition: A full 
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FIGURE 3 

WRITTEN VOCABULARY RECOGNITION 
= 34 
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50 percent of those participating in both first and sixth assessments recognized no 
noncore written words at all in the first session and that figure only dropped 
slightly, to 47 percent, during the last session. Thirty-eight percent knew no 
core written words the first time, 29 percent knew none the last. This contrasts 
greatly with the pictured vocabulary results, in which only 1-2 individuals knew no 
noncore items. 

Relative Proficiencies 

Beyond documenting the acquisition which has taken place, this study examined 
individual variations in acquisition. The Hmong's acquisition of English is by no 
means uniform. Like other immigrants before them, not all Hmong adults master the 
English language or literacy. A wide range of proficiencies and levels of 
functioning exist even among individuals who have been in this country for several 
years. As noted above, the range of proficiency among these longitudinal study 
participants is considerable: On each of the measures reported here, scores ranged 
from 0 to close to the maximum possible. 

Such differences in learning need to be better understood. In general, 
individuaJfJ acquire some English proficiency early in their resettlement here. 
According to the results of this study, acquisition continues at a slow pace over 
time. Analyses of these results further show that the relative levels of 
proficiency within the group remain much the same as acquisition progresses. That 
is, individuals who scored low at the beginning of the year of observation continue 
at a low level relative to the group at the end of the year. The best predictor of 
how a person performs an assessment task at the end of the year is how he or she 
pej^foriucu at the beginning. (Gn the B.S.S.T., for exaiuple, individuals' scores on 
the test at the first of the year predicted 89 percent of the variance in scores on 
the test at the end of the year.) When we consider the progress made by a smaller 



17- 



lb 



group of Hmong adults over the past 3 years (that of the Hroong adults to whom we 
taught English at the beginnimi of this research project) , a similar pattern 
emerges: All have made progress over those 3 years, but their relative positions 
within the group with regard to their English proficiency remain the same today as 
they were o years ago. 



FACTORS AFFECTING ACQUISITION 

If individuals tend to maintain their relative level of proficiency (there are 
exceptions, of course), what accounts for the initial differences? That is, what 
factors underlie individual differences in the acquisition of English? Our 
analyses indicate there are many variables correlated with individual differences 
in acquisition. Many of these variables reflect differences in the experiences 
individuals had in Southeast Asia, prior to most Hroong' s attempts to learn 
English;^ others involve experiences concurrent with the learning process.'' 
For example, a consistent pattern is evident between individuals' assessment scores 
and their personal background characteristics, particularly formal education in 
Laos and proficiency in reading Hmong or Lao. Fo- the most part, the educatea 
group scores higher tnan the non-educated and the literates higher than the 
non-literates. (See Table 2.) Similarly, a consistent pattern emerges in relation 
to individuals' current activities, such as attending school, having American 
friends, or using English at the store. (See Table 3.) All of these variables 
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TABLE 2 



gnqllth proficiency Scores by Personal Btckgrourxi Cturacterlttlcs 



Proficiency 

Keasuret 




Education In Laos 


Proficiency In 
Keedlnq Lao 


Proficiency In 
Beadlnq Riaonq 


sex 


Scale 
values 


Hone Semt 


None Seme 


Hone SOM 


Wofcan Hen 


B.E.S.T. n 




31 6 . 


29 6 


26 9 


18 19 


First Test Total 
Last Test Total 


0-90 


28. ft 70.3 
34.4 74.7 


29.7 68.0 
35.2 73.5 


27.3 62.0 
32 7 69.3 


23.9 46.6 
27.4 53.7 


Yicturtd Vocabulary n 


0-30 
0-30 
0-15 
0-15 


30 4 


27 4 


24 7 




Honcort Words » First 
Monoor* Words * Last 
Core Words - First 
Corv words - Last 


IO.fi 19.3 
12.5 20.0 
7.7 12.3 


11.1 20.3 
12.8 31.8 
8.1 12.3 


10.8 17.4 
12.5 19.0 
8.0 11.0 
9.8 13.1 


n.a.* 
n.s.« 
n.s.* 
n.s.« 


Written Vocabulary n 


0-25 
0-25 
0-10 
0-10 


30 4 


27 4 


24 7 


IS 19 


Woncore Words - First 
Kcncore Words - Last 
C^re Words - First 
Core words •Last 


2.2 16.5 
3.1 17.0 
2.6 B.O 
3.5 9.0 


2.6 15.3 
3.6 16.3 
2.8 8.0 
3^8 8.8 


2.3 11.0 
3.9 13.1 
2.5 7.0 
3.5 7.7 


1.3 5.9 

n.n.« 
2.0 4.2 

n.a.« 



Motet Analyses of variance Indicated differences In proficiency by these personal characteristics 

"■■ .fc lesd £t tht -05 Ir^^l '^rless et^h*'****** not»d. 

•Difference Is not significant at the .05 level. 
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TABLE 3 

English Proficiency Score* by Current P«riion«l Actlvitlca 



Proficiency 
Meisurea 


Scale 
Values 


Attending School 
Mow or Within 
Last 2 Months 


Have Asericnn 
Friends 


Speak English 
With American 
Friends 


Sp««ak to 
Aaiericans 
Daily 


Speak English 
at th« Store 


Speak English 
to the 
Doctor 


No yes 


No yes 


No yes 


No yes 


No Yes 


Ho Yes 


B.E.S.T. n 


0*90 


13 24 


26 11 


28 9 


19 18 


21 16 


30 6 


Pirat Test ToUl 
Uat Teat Total 


18.6 44.8 
17.5 53.6 


28.8 51.5 
34.6 55.9 


29.3 55.0 
35.0 59.3 


24.1 47.7 
26.5 56.2 


23. .\ 51.9 
27.2 58.9 


28.5 70.3 
34^2 74.7 


Pictured Vocabulary n 


0-30 
0-30 
0-15 
0-15 


10 21 




24 7 


15 16 


16 15 


25 5 


Mcncore Morda - First 
Monoore Mords - Laat 
Core Uorda - Firat 
Core Words Laat 


8.0 14.2 
9.0 16.5 
6.3 9.8 
7.2 12.0 


n.s.^ 
n.s.« 
n.s.« 
n.s.* 


n.s.* 
n.s.* 
8.0 11.0 
n.s.* 


8.9 15.4 
10.1 17.8 
7.1 10.1 
8.5 12.3 


9.9 14.7 
11.3 17.0 
7.2 10.2 
8.7 12.3 


10.8 19.2 
13.1 20.0 
-.a.« 
9.6 14.0 


Written Vocabulsry n 


0-25 
0-25 
0-10 
0-10 


10 21 


23 8 


24 7 


15 16 


16 15 


25 5 


McTtcore Words - First 
Noncore Words - Last 
Core words - First 
Cor« Words - Last 


.3 6.1 
.2 7.6 
.7 4.9 
1.8 5.9 


2.7 8.8 
n.s.* 

2.8 5.5 
n.s«* 


2.7 9.7 
n.s.* 
n.s.* 
n.s.* 


1.5 6.8 

1.5 8.7 

1.6 5.3 
3.0 6.0 


1.1 7.7 
2.1 8.6 
1.9 5.2 
2.8 6.4 


2.4 14.2 
3.6 14.2 
3.0 7.0 
3.9 8.0 



wotcs Analyses of variance indicated differcncea in proficiency by these personal activitiea to ^ aignificant at least ai 
tbe .05 level unlees otberwiae noted. 



^Difference ia not aignificant at tbe .05 level. 
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show a relationship to proficiency in the English l^^nguage and literacy. The 
difficulty lies in determining which of these many correlations reflect ca usal 
relationships with English acquisition. 

Interpretation of the relationship between activities or experiences occurring 
at the same time as the acquisition being measured is problematic. At best, we 
can only say there is a positive association/ since the influences may flow both 
ways. For example, ESL training has a very significant correlation with all of the 
assessment results to date. The mean score at the end of the year for individuals 
with less than a year of ESL in this country was 25.9 out of a total of 90 points 
possible on the B.E.S.T., whereas the mean for those with more than a yea* of ESL 
was 56.8. Similar ly, those not taking ESL within the last two months had a mean of 
only 17.5; for those presently attending ESL, it was 53.6. Although it would thus 
appear that ESL training helps, we cannot say from these results whether continued 
attendance in ESL classes improves proficiency, or whether individuals who are 
having success with language learning in general (outside of school) are th ones 
who continue to take ESL, whereas others who are less successful get discouraqed 
an'' drop out* Ths sainc difficulty of interpretation holds for oth'^r kindri of 
ongoing experiences, such as having American friends. Perhaps only those 
individuals who have reached a certain level of proriciency a^e willing or able to 
maksi social contacts with Americans. The fact that the people with American 
friends are also the ones who exhibit high levels of proficiency does not 
necessarily mean that having American friends increases one's proficiency. 

Interpretation of associations between English proficiency and Prior 
characteristics or experiences is more straightforward. In such cases, il can be 
assumed that one variable is causally prior to the other (e.g., that age may affect 



English acquisition but English acquisition may not "affect" one's age.) Using 
multiple regression analyses, we have found that individual differences in 
acquisition of English language and literacy are largely determined by such prior 
variables, that is, by individuals' background characteristics. These analyses 
were used to predict individuals' English proficiency as measured by the assessment 
tasks described above—the B.E.S.T. and the pictured and written vocabulary 
recognition tasks. Although the degree of their influence varied from task to task 
(see Table 4), the following characteristics were found to exert the greatest 
influence on individuals' English proficiency: 

o Proficiency in reading Hmong (a person litera \n Hmong 
tends to score higher than someone who is not) ) 

o Age (a younger person tends to score higher than aw older person) ; and 

° gducation in Laos (an individual who received some formal schooi-ng 
in Laos tends to score higher than someone who is not educated) . 

As seen in Table 4, one of these three variables or a combination of them was 

found to exert a significant influence on the re^jlts of each of the ornf irripnov 

tasks reported here. F07 example, these three characteristics predict 60 percent 

of the variance among individuals' performances on the B,E.S.T. at the first of the 

year. At the end of the year, proficiency in reading Hraong and one's age are again 

important predictors. (A minor variation occurs in the third variable to enter the 

predictive equation, but this variable~sex~only contributes 5 percent to the 

anount of variance predicted.) Age is a primary influence on individuals' 

performances on the pictured vocabulary recognition, and education in Laos and 

proficiency in reading Hmong are the major predictors in the written vocabulary 

recognition task. To a lesser extent, proficiency in re-ding Lao—which was 
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TABLE 4 

Ko9C«ction Squttlont (or ?(odlctln9 EnQlUh Proflcltrvcy 



»rof iclcncv NtAtures 


AJjusted 


Predictive Variables 


b 


Beta 


F 


Significance 


B.K.S.T. 
r^rst T«st 


.603 


1 

Proficiency In Ue«dln9 
saon9 

education In Uos 


-.738 
3.436 


.4225 
-.3598 
.2737 


11 «>4C« 
9.824 
4.864 


.CS2 
.004 
.035 


LA St Test 


.544 


Proficiency in IteadinQ 

A9e 

Sex 


-^920 
15.316 


.3S49 
-.3982 
.2976 


10.5/6 
4 .644 


'.003 
.039 


Pictured VocftbuUry 
Noncore Words 
Fimt T«st 


.236 


Proficiency in Meding 
Lao 


1.851 


.3442 


4.303 


.047 


I^ot Tsst 


.342 




-.364 


-.6035 


16.412 


.000 


Core Words 
First Tsst 


.258 


Aqe 


-.155 


*.5319 


11.443 


.002 


LA St T««t 


.222 




-.161 


-.4979 


9.559 


.004 


Written Vocabolftry 
Monoor« Words 

ricMt r«st 


.590 


Education In Leos 
Froflclency In Reading 
Iteong 

Aqe 


1.256 

1.565 
-.150 


.3917 

.3818 
-.2826 


7.701 

7.323 
4.735 


.011 

.012 
.040 


L«st Tsst 


• 582 


Bduc6tlon in Laos 
Proficiency in Madlng 


1.458 

l.<€3 


• 4201 


8.703 
c eift 


.007 

.014 


Core Wocds 
Firs*; Test 


.416 


Proficiency In Heading 
Uaong 

Proficiency In Reading 
Leo 


.911 
.952 


.4548 

.3425 


8.''52 
4.964 


.006 
.034 


Lsst Test 

1 


.436 


Age 

Proficiency In Reading 


-.129 
.872 


-.4494 

.4166 


10.008 
8.608 


.004 
.007 
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primarily acquired through formal schooling and is thus highly correlated with 
education in La^os (,79) —occasionally exerts a significant influence. 

These results, based on objective measures of language and liteiacy over time 
confirm what was suggested previously through t^e survey roethodology and our pr^or 
ethnographic experience with the Hmong: the importance of background 
characteristics. Thus, although this longitudinal study is based on a relatively 
small sample of individuals, the findings provide some insight about the relative 
influence— that is, the inter relatior-,hips~of factors which affect adult second 
language acquisition. That literacy, age and previous education are influential m 
aduit language learning is not surprising. These variables have long, been thought 
to be important. But exploring why and how they are influential and why other 
background factors are riot may help us to understand further the process of second 
language acquisition by adults. 

The finding that age , and sometimes sex, continue to play a role in predicting 
English proficiency even after the effects of their correlation with other 
background experiences are statistically controlled suggests the continuing 
influence of those histiorical, social and cultural factors which enabled only 
cer^'^in members (primarily voung men) of current x>ng refugee communities to go to 
school when they lived in Laos. That is, the ^ocial expectation that young people 
(men, in particular) should go to school may be combining torces with the sense of 
inadequacy experienced by adults finding themselves in the aidst of a totally 
different, complex, often unintelligible environment, and with the discouraging 
observation made by most parents that their children are learning faster and more 
than they are. Over and over again people expressed the belief that cn.^y were too 
old to learn (even though they were in their late 20s or mid 30s). The continuing 
influence of age as a predictor may also be simply a result of the still 
preliminary stage in which most Hmong adults find themselves in their acquisition 
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of English. Teenagers have arrived with more education and literacy than their 
parents and receive more concentrated schooling here. In addition, because of 
their rapidly increasing language and literacy skills, they are constantly being 
called upon by adults to use those skills. Thus, the idea that the young learn 
faster becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

One of the factors that is puzzling for its absence of influence is the amount 
of t;ime, individuals have been in the United States . While other background 
characteristics do predict acquisition, the passage of time in the U.S. per se does 
not appear to be a significant predictor. The reasons for this are not clear. The 
fact that time is not a predictor is not because individuals have stopped 
learning. The results reported here show acquisition taking place now — and these 
individuals have been here from 2 to 4 years. 

Time is usually considered to be a significant factor in adult language 
acquisition because it is assumed to reflect the amount of individuals' linguistic 
input. But factors other than time may actually determine the amount of English 
input individuals receive. It is clear from our fieldwork that Hmong adults have 
very different opportunities for exposure to and use of the host language. Some 
Hmong have suggested, as one reason for not moving to areas of high Hmong 
concentrations in California, that the more heavily concentrated the Hmong 
population is in an area, the more socially isolated Hmong adults are from contacts 
with native English speakers. Following this theory, in areas like the Central 
Valley of California or the Twin Cities of Minnesota adults would have less social 
contact with native speakers. Self-reported data on social contacts with Americans 
by study families before and after the move to California have been gathered, but 
have yet to be analyzed. Ethnographic work after the longitudinal study found that 
individuals in a heavily Hmong coimnunity in California felt they had infrequent 
contacts with native English speakers. 



Another characteristic conspicuous for the absence of its influence is the 
ability to. speak Lao . A common assumption is that experience learning a second 
language can facilitate learning a third. Ervin-Tripp (1973:95), for example, 
spe-^ks of different learning strategies based on different language acquisition 
experiences. In multivariate analyses of our data, fluency in Lao does not play a 
significant role at all. The point to ponder here is the finding that previous 
literacy — Hmong literacy — exerts more influence on acquisition of spoken English 
than does previous bilingualism. The relatively limited influence of literacy in 
^ao is less difficult to understand. Once the relationship of Lao literacy to 
education in Laos is statistically controlled, previous education appears as a more 
influential factor than literacy in Lao. 

We are still at a preliminary stage in analyzing the relationship of literacy 
in. among to acquisition of English. The nature of this relationship is not quite 
as clear cut as that of some of the other background characteristics because 
acquisition of Hmong literacy is still taking place in this country: Forty-seven 
percent of those who repr^rted themselves as literate in Hmong have learned it or 
are still learning it here in this country. There may be some levels of mutual 
influence between English acquisition and Hmong literacy. For example, it is 
possible that acquisition of English (if one learns the alphabet) could facilitate 
subsequent acquisition of Hmong literacy. However, considering these results 
together with the previous survey rcults and our ethnographic exp'rience with the 
Hmong, it seems likely that the primary influence is in the other direction — that 
is, that Hmong literacy is affecting English acquisition. 

There are several reasons why Hmong literacy might affect English acquisition. 
An obvious on« is that both English and Hmor*^ literacy (as practiced by this group 
of Hmong) use the Roman alphabet. individuals literate in Hmong, the characters 
used to write English at least look familiar. But since the Roman Phonetic 
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Alphabet (RPA) orthography for HnxDng does not represent the phonology of English, 
it is not clear how familiarity with the alphabet itself would foster acquisition 
of spoken English. Several possibilities come to mind. First, adults' acquisition 
of oral and written English may be so intertwined that the obvious advantage which 
the familiarity of the Roman alphabet seems to bestow on Englis*^ literacy 
acquisition carries over to spoken English as well. Second, many Hmong participate 
in formal ESL training which relies heavily on the use of primers, worksheets, 
boardwork, and other written materials, so that those familiar with the alphabet 
may progress more quickly and benefit more from formal training. Third, as 
previously reported? Hmong adults use their native script actively as a tool in 
learning English — copying new material, transliterating its pronunciation, and 
translating it into Hmong. All of these applications of Hmong script are later 
studied at home. The social segregation of Hmong adults and their resulting 
isolation from native English speakers may well give a significant edge to those 
able to "study" English through the tool of Hmong literacy. If this is the case, 
the English proficienujy ^ap between people literate in Hmong and those who are not 
might be expected to widen further in California. 

Another kind of factor — an affective one—may be at work in the apparently 
powerful role of Hmong literacy in English language acquisition. Most individuals 
literate in Hmong script chose to become litei.ate on a self-selected basis (in 
contrast, for example, to most of the individuals literate in Lao who were sent by 
others to school in Laos where Lao literacy was learned). Perhaps there is overlap 
between the motivations or aptitudes underlying acquisition of Hmong literacy and 
English; individuals who desire to learn Hmong script tend to be predisposed to 
learning English. The fact that m.any Hmong believe that literacy in Hmong script 
facilitates acquisition of English seems consistent with this line of explanation. 
In a surprising twist, the acquisition of native language literacy in Hmong may be 



seen not as an indicator of interest in cultural maintenance, but of openness to 
change, if not assimilation* 



CONCLUSIONS 

This longitudinal study set out to document English acquisition by a group of 
Hroong adults over a year's time and to explore the factors which appeared to be 
affecting their progress. Based on the three measures reported here, we found that 
acquisition was indeed taking place—that people were learning slowly, but still 
progressing 2 to 4 years after their arrival in this country. Individuals* 
relative positions withiri the group with regard to proficiency level remained much 
the same over time. 

Both the experiences individuals have prior to coming to this country and their 
current activities are highly correlated with their English proficiency. Due to 
.the ongoing nature of current activities (such as attending school, having American 
frie ds, speaking English at the store, etc.), it is difficult to isolate their 
mutual influences on one another. The causal relationship of background variables 
with English acquisition can be analyzed, however. Multivariate analyses indicate 
that certain background characteristics—especially proficiency in reading Hmong, 
age and education in Laos—are powerful predictors of English proficiency. Further 
data may identify the reasons why some variables seem to influence acquisition 
whereas others do not. As noted, njany other measures not considered in this paper 
were gathered during the study. As the additional data are analyzed, particular 
attention will be paid to the apparently strong role played by literacy in Hmong 
and to the pervasive interaction between literacy and language acquisition. 
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NOTES 

?here are numerous people whose help made this study possible. Our colleagues 
Michae] P. Sweeney and Mary L. Cohn contributed thoughtfully to the study design 
and labored tirelessly in the field. We are equally grateful to Dan X. Mua, our 
research assistant, and the many Hmong interpreters who arranged and facilitated 
interviews and accompanied us throughout the fieldwork. Thanks also to our 
colleague Nancy Faires Conklin for her comments on the manuscript- And finally, we 
would especially like to express our appreciation to the 20 Hmong families who 
welcomed us into their lives and tolerated seemingly endless hours of questions and 
discussions. Their goodwill and hospitality formed the basis for this research. 

This work was funded by a contract fron the National Institute of Education 
(No. 400-83-0005). The opinions expressed in this publication do nOw necessarily 
reflect the position of the National Institute of Education, and no official 
endorsement by the Institute should be inferred. 

^ These figures were compiled for the longitudinal study population from the 
proficiencies reported in the household survey. Ensuing visits with these 
indiviriucls indicated that more literacy in Hroong exists than was previously 
reported. This discrepancy is due in part to continuing acquisition of Hmong 
literacy in this country. These more recent data have yet to oe fulxy analyzed. 

2 

The results of these background interviews have been presented in Reder, Green 
and Sweeney (198.)) and in Reder, Green, Sweeney and Cohn (1983). 

^ Developed by Smith (1971). 
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A Latin Square design was used to vary the order of administration randomly 
across subjects. 



Each of the six sets of noncore items consisted of ten items randomly selected 
from the pictured vocabulary item sets and 15 items chosen from the literacy 
portfolio materials and other 1: teracy artifacts in which these vocabolary 
items were more contextualized. The core words included five words from these 
last two sources and five easy words common in everyday life. 



6 



7 



(Please put correlation table of scores and background characteristics here as 
footnote) 

(Please put correlation table of scores and personal activities here as 
footnote) 
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P^crson CorrcUtlont of Sooctt* by Ptrtonal SackgrourvS Charccteristlcs 



Proficiency 



B.E>S>T> 
First Ttst Total 
LAtt 7est Totcl 



Pictured Vocebularv 



Moncor* Words - Plrst 
Monoort Words - Last 
Cort Words - First 
Cora Words • Laat 



Writtan Vocabulary 



Koncora Worda - First 
Wonoora Words " Last 
Cora Hords - First 
Cora Words • Last 



.58 
.54 



.53 
.67 
.66 
.€4 



-.41 
-.40 
-.45 
•♦59 



.50 
.52 



.04 

.15 
.03 
.10 



.39 
.31 
.34 
.22 



Proflclancy in 
Spaakinq Lao 



.32 
.30 



.02 
-.01 
•.05 

.01 



.23 
.12 
.08 
.06 



Proflclancy In 



.67 
.63 



.46 

.40 
.38 
.38 



.60 
.65 
.60 
.54 



Proficiancy In 
Kaadlng Lao 



.63 
.56 



.50 
.44 

.41 

.33 



.70 
.64 
.55 
.51 



Motat Onlasa otbarvise indicated, data on background charactarlatlcs ware gathered during 
the household survey conducted in April end Hay 1981. 

•U individuals wt» took both first and lest test 

•*by the tiaa of AsMSSxent 2 (July and 4 ugust 1982) 



Bdocetlon 
In Laos 



.68 
.59 



.44 

.34 
.41 
.34 



.76 
.69 
.56 
.54 



Bducetlon 
in U.S.** 



TlBe 

in 

U.S. 



.56 
.61 



.04 

.06 



.64 
.66 
.59 
.57 



.17 
.24 
.14 
.04 



.43 
.52 
.64 

.58 



.13 
.28 
.35 
.20 
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Ptiraon Corrtlttlons of Scorts^ by Current PtrtOMl Actlvitlei 



Proflclsncy 


Attandlng School 
Now or within 
Uat 3 Montha 


Savs AMrU in 
Prlanda 


Spaak Engllah 
With ^rican 
Prlanda 


Gpaak to 
Aaar leans 

Dally 


Spaak fingllfih 
at th« Stora 


Spaak English 
to tba 

Doctor 


B.e.s.r. 

rirtt Tttt Totsl 
La«t Tttt Total 


.55 
.67 


.46 
.30 


.49 
.41 


.53 
.5$ 


.«3 
.13 


.€6 

.58 


Plcturtd VoctbuUry 














Moncors Words - Pirtt 
Nonoors Words - L«at 
Cora Norda - Pirat 
Coca Words - Last 


.47 
.51 
.47 
.56 


.39 
.3€ 
.33 
.39 


.34 

.39 
.37 
.33 


.53 
.55 
.45 
.41 


.30 
.ii 
.44 
.46 


.49 

.37 
.36 
.41 


«rltt*n Vocabulary 














Honcora worda - pirat 
Uoncora Worda - Uat 
Cora Mords - pirat 
Cora Worda - uat 

•of Indlviduala «tM> took i 


.45 
.53 
.13 
.fO 

>oth flrat and lam^ 


.44 
.39 
.31 

.33 


.49 

.33 
.33 
.37 


.44 

.54 
.<0 
.47 


.55 
.49 
.53 
.5i 


.73 
.60 
•49 
.47 



-32- 



34 




REFERENCES 



Bailey, Nathalie, Carolyn Madden, and Stephen Krashen, 1974, Is there a 
"natural sequence" in adult second language learning? Language 
Learning 24 (2) : 235-243. Reprinted in Second language acquisition: 
A book of readings , Evelyn Marcussen Hatch {EdJ , 362-370. Rowley, 
MA: Newbury House Publishers, Inc., 1978. 

Chamct, Anna Uhl. 1981. Applications of second language acqui.sition 
research to the bilingual classroom. Focus , No. 8, Sept. Rosslyn, 
VA: National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education. 

Dulay, Heidi, and Marina Burt. 1974. Natural sequences in child second 
language acquisition. Language Learning 24(l):37-53. Reprinted in 
Second language acquisition: A book of readings , Evelyn Marcussen 
Hatch (Ed.), 347-361. Rowley, MA: Newbury House Publishers, Inc., 
1978. 

Ervin-Tripp, Susan M. 1973. Structure and process in language acquisi- 
tion. In Language acquisition and commu^Jcative choice: Essays bv 
Susan M. Ervin-Tripp , Anwar S. Dil (Ed.), 92-129. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press. 

Ervin-Tripp, Susan M. 1974. Is second language learning like the first? 
TESOL Quarterly 8 (2) ; 111-127. Reprinted in Second language acquisi- 
tion: A book of readings , Evelyn Marcussen Hatch (Ed.) , 190-206. 
Rowley, MA: Newbury House Publishers, Inc., 1978. 

Gardner, Robert C, and Wallace Lambert. 1972. Attitudes and motiva- 
tion in second-language learning . Rowley, MA: Newbury House 
Publishers, Inc. 

Krahnke, Karl J., and Ma^y Ann Christison. 1983. Recent language 
research and some language teaching principles. TESOL Quarterly 
17(4) :625-649. 

Krashen, Stephen 0., Michael A. Long, and Robin C. Scarcella. 1979. 
Age, rate and eventual attainment in second language acquisition. 
TESOL Quarterly 13 (4) : 573-582. 

Lambert, Wallace E. 1981. Bilingualism and language acquisition. Paper 
presented at Conference on Native Language and Foreign Language 
Acquisition, at New York Academy of Sciences, January. 

Reder, Stephen. 1982. A Hmong community's acquisition of English. In 
The Hmong in the West , Bruce T. Downing and Douglas P. Olney (Eds.) , 
268-303. Minneapolis, MN: Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, 
University of Minnesota. 



35 

ErJc -33- 



References 
Page 2 



Reder/ Stephen, Karen Reed Green, and Michael P. Sweeney. 1983. 

Acquisition and use of literacy in the Hmong conununity of Newton: 
1981 Annual Report of the Functional Literacy Project. Portland, 
OR: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory. 

Reder, Stephen, Karen Reed Green, Michael P. Sweeney, and Mary L. Cohn. 
1983. Individual acquisition of functional literacy: 1982 Annual 
Report of the Functional Literacy Project. Por*-land, OR: I -thwest 
Regional Educational Laboratory. 

Schumann, John. 1975. Affective factors and the problem of age in 
second language acquisition. Language Le a rning 25 (2) : 209-235. 

Schumann, John. 1976. Social distance as a factor in second language 
acquisition. Language Learning 26 (1) :135-143 . 

Smith, James 0. 1971. Peabody articulation cards . Circle Pines, MN: 
Ainerican Guidance Service, Inc. 

Stauble/ Ann-Marie E. 1980. Acculturation and second language acquisi- 
tion. In Research in second language acquisition: Selected papers 
of the Los Angeles Second Language Acquisition Research Forum, Robin 
C. Scarcella and Stephen D. Krashen (Eds.), 43-50. Rowley, MA: 
Newbury House Publishers, Inc. 



Karen Reed Green 

Literacy and Language Program 

Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory 

300 S. W. Sixth Avenue 

Portland, OR 97204 



Stephen Reder 

Literacy and Language Program 
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory 
300 S. W. Sixth Avenue 
Portland, OR 97204 



3b 



1^ 



-34- 



